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ARE PUBLISHERS IMMUNE FROM THE MARKETING CONCEPT: 
AN EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION OF STUDENT TEXTBOOK RETENTION 
Abstract 
Textbooks have been ignored in the application of the 
marketing concept to higher education, despite the fact that they 
are an important component of the product offering. This study 
suggests that students feel that their textbooks are meeting 
their needs, but that need satisfaction does not affect textbook 
retention. The decision to keep or sell textbooks appears to be 
largely a function of the perceived value and relevance of the 
book and the manner in which it presents material. 
Intro duct ion 
The application of the "marketing concept" to facets of 
higher education has been a popular topic in recent AMA 
proceedings. 
(Barch 1957, 
This increased "focus on consumer needs and v1ants" 
p. 140) has been applied to the university's 
offerings, the course content, and t h e evaluation of faculty. 
Academic deans (Taylor 1982) and college presidents (Allen and 
Peters 1983) have been described as only limitedly involved, yet 
crucial, to the marketing of business education. In addition, 
guidelines have been offered to ease . 'the implementation of 
marketing strategies for universities (Berry and Kehoe 1980; 
Mathews and Blackwell 1980). 
The ultimate consumer - the student - has not been igno~ed 
in the research. Methods have been suggested for both increasing 
student i npLlt <Thistlewaite 1982) and assessing student 
satisfaction (Barry, Gilly and Schucany 1982; Hawes and Glisan 
1983). 
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The product itself has been described in 





Even so, an i mportant componen t of the product offering has been 
ignored. The textbook and sat isfaction with it have yet to be 
included in an app lication of the marketing concept to higher 
education. While textbooks parallel pharmaceuticals in that the 
choice decision is removed from the ultimate consumer, textbooks 
are an integral component of the business educaiton "product." 
Te>:t books remain very much in the "sales era"; the 
publishers are not l imited by production capab ilities but by the 
effort to "beat the conpeti ti on and ~,in the customers" (McCarthy 
and Perreault 1984 , p.35). Text book sales are very much part of 
the missionary (i.e. det.ai l) selling procedure · with the 
advantages to the decision maker considered to be more crucial 
than to the actual consumer. The sales era assumption that sales 
vol~me leads to higher profit with the resultant u se of volume as 
the primary criterion of sales effectiveness is very much the 
case in textbook publishing. In publishing, profitability 
becomes l argely a "fLmction of volume" (Standard and Poor's 1984, 
p.85). 
Textbook pub li shing is the most profitable aspect of the 
book business because "price s are high, the market is relatively 
stable, and author's f ee s and manufacturing costs are relatively 
lm'II" <Egr:~.!:!!::!~ 1984-, p.9). While trade books yielded operating 
profits of 6.3 percent of sales in 1983, college textboks had 
operat ing profits averaging 25.~ percent of sales <Egct~n~ 1984, 
p.9). Textbook sales to colleges i n 1983 was estimated at $1.2 
bill ion with sales to elementary and secondary schools at $1.15 
2 
bi 11 ion <U.S. Industrial Outl oak 1984). 




texts, reflecting the smaller volume sold. 
as an effort to maintain volume, a 




there were 807 new business textb~oks introduced and 282 new 
editions (Bowker Annual 1983). 
vJi th 2,586,000 students in business schools in 1982 
(Statistical Abstract 1984), the business textbook market ~emains 
a favorite with publishers. But in light of the marketing 
concept, are textbooks meeting the changing consumers' needs? 
The number of students in the 18 to 24 year old category is 
expected to drop 17 percent between 1982 and 1990 (Standard and 
Poors 1984) • The number of middle and lower income families able 
to afford higher education will also decrease (Nielson 1983). In 
1982, used textbook sales increased by 193 percent over 1981, 
compared to a 10 percent increase for new textbooks. With 
current financial constraints, students have been found to buy 
used books if they are priced 20 to 30 percent less than new ones 
<Publisher's ~ggkl~ 1983). 




not only the course and the professor must be 
but the textbook must be included in the product 
This paper ex~mines the extent to which business 
textbooks are perceived by students t~ be meeting their needs. 
It focuses on i-,hether the desire e:-:ists for reference type 
te>:tbooks or for "returnable" course materials . 
._::. 
Procedure 
Subjects for the study were 291 students attending an urban, 
state university and a private residential university. Both 
schools are accredited by the American Assembly of Collegiate 
Schools of Business. The subjects were majoring primarily in 
business. Marketing and management accounted for 38.4 percent of 
the sample, accounting and finance majors comprised 26.1 percent, 
economics was 12.0 percent and other business disciplines 
accounted for 13.8 percent. The remaining 9.8 percent consisted 
of non-business majors enrolled in business courses. The 
respondents were primarily juniors and seniors (38.7 and 39.8 
percent respectively) with sophomores making up 10 percent. 
of the subjects (29.1 percent) worked full time while going 
school and 39 percent had part time jobs. 
Many 
to 
The questionnaire consisted of items concerning the number 
of books purchased and amount spent for them, the degree to which 
textbooks are perceived to meet the student's need, reasons for 
keeping textbooks or selling them back at the end of the term and 
demographic information. Individual~ 
conducted to determine whether the 
in-depth interviews were 
questionnaire items were 
understandable and to detect salient issues which might have been 
omitted. 
included, 
After modifications suggested by the interviews were 
the questionnaire was administered during a regular 
session of several business classes. Data from six of the 
students was not useable, leaving a valid sample size of 285. 
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Findings 
The decision to purchase textbooks is different from many 
other purchase situations in that the consumer is not the 
decision-maker. Professors select the books to be used in their 
classes in much the same way that physicians select the medicine 
they prescribe for their patients. In both cases, the actual 
consumer relies on the judgement of the decision-maker: either 
professor or physician. Because they have little choice in 
textbook selection, one might expect students to feel that their 
needs a r e not being met exceptionally well. However, these data 
suggest an extremely high level of need satisfaction. Over 67 
percent of the sample responded that textbooks meet their needs 
Wi:?l l or very well. Thi~ suggests two implicationm. Firut, 
professors appear to be effective in selecting textbooks that 
~eet their students' needs. 
successful in develo~ing 
In addition, 
their product 
publishers seem to be 
offerings so that 
professors have an appropriate set of books from which to choose. 
An additional factor which makes this high level of need 
satisfaction more remarkable is that textbooks represent a major 
e>:pendi ture for many students with 57.9 percent of the 
respondents reporting that they spent over $90.00 for textbooks 
the previous term. Nearly a third of the students (30.9 percent) 
spent in excess of $120.00 for their texts. The cost of books 
may be one explanation for the popularity of used texts. When 
given the choice between purchasing new and used books for a 
course, almost 80 percent preferred used books, while 72.5 
percent of the sample reported purchasing at least one used book 
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1 ast term. This may be particularly true since about 57 percent 
of the subjects pay for more than 20 percent of their own 
educational expenses. 
Thus, despite the fact that students spend a great deal for 
their textbooks and are not involved in their selection~ most 
feel that textbooks meet their needs. Crosstabulations were 
performed to determine whether perceived need satisfaction was 
related to the amount spent on textbooks~ 
sold back and preference for used books. 
the number of texts 
The value of Chi Square 
for each of these crosstabulations was not significant at the .05 
probability level. This suggests that perceived need 
satisfaction is independent of each of these variables. In terms 
of the degree to which they feel their textbooks meet their 
needs~ students who spend more for books are not significant!~ 
different from those who spend less~ students who keep their 
books are not different from those who sell them, and those who 
prefer new books are not different from students who prefer used 
books. 
Despite the overwhelming response that textbooks meet 
students' needs, many books are sold at · the end of the term. 
This suggests that factors other than need satisfaction affect 
the decision to keep or sell texts. A number of questions were 
directed at determining why books are either kept or sold ~y 
asking subjects to report the frequency of· keeping or selling 





"sometimes", "often", and "almost 
Responses of "often" or "almost always" were used to 
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classify a response as a reason for either keeping or selling a 
book. 
The most important reason for keeping textbooks seems to be 
its perceived future relevance. Table 1 illustrates the 
percentage of students responding that they sold books for each 
reason. Sixty-eight percent of the subjects reported keeping 
books which are relevant to their professional careers, while 
69.9 percent reported keeping books which they perceive to be 
relevant to future courses. In other words, students are likely 
to keep books which they expect to need in the future. 
A second reason for keeping texts is related to the 
s t udent's perception of the value of the book. Over hal·f (54.8 
percent) reported that they kept books because they could not be 
sold for what they were worth. Nearly 21 percent of the subjects 
reported keeping their books because they did not need the mane~. 
These perceptions of the value of texts are phrased in monetary 
terms. In nonmonetary terms~ over a third of the subjects (35.1 
percent) keep books becauie it is a · hassle to sell them. 
The third reason for keeping books is that the presentation 
of the material is effective. When the material in the book is 
perceived to be relevant and interesting~ 43.3 percent of the 
respondents reported keeping it while 
kept books in which the writing 
interesting. 
31.3 percent said that they 
style is effective and 
An additional reason for keeping textbooks appears to be the 
student's affective response to the course itself. A third of 
the students reported keeping their books because they liked the 
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Table 1 
Reasons for Keeping Textbooks 
How frequently do you keep textbooks because: 
the book is likely to be a reference 
for future courses 
the boo k is relevant to your 
professional career 
you cannot sell them for what they are 
vmr-th. 
the material in the boo k is relevant 
and interesting 
it is a hassle to sell them 
you like the course 
the writing style of t he book is 
effective and interesting 







* represents percen tage who responded "often" or "almost always" 
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course. This reason is different from the others because it is 
independent of the book itself. 
The reas ons for selling books fall into essentially the same 
categories. Table 2 presents the percentages of st udents 
responding that they sold books for each reason. The most common 
reason for selling books relates to the value of the book, with 
56.4 percent reporting that they sold books because they needed 
the money. Lack of relevance was another important reason for 
selling books. This is illustrated by the fact that 46.3 percent 
of the sample reported selling books which are not relevant to 
their professional career and 40.7 sell those which are 
irrelevant to future courses. 
The presentation of material is also an important reason for 
selling bo oks . Poor writing style causes 31.9 percent of the 
sample to sell their texts, while dull or uninteresting content 
caused 26.6 percent to sell books. 
Finally, the studen t's affective response to the class 
provides a reason for selling books. Approximately 22 percent of 
the subjects sell the books used in courses they dislike. Again, 
this affective response is to the course rather than 
characte ristics of the book itself. 
Several contrasts between reasons for kee ping and selling 
textbooks are suggested by the data. In terms of the value of 
books, over half of the subjects sa id that they sell them beca~se 
they need the money~ yet only 20.7 percent keep them because they 
do not need the money. This low percentage for keeping books may 
be due partly to the fact that students are seldom in the 
position of having adequat e funds. 
9 
Table 2 
Reasons for Selling Textbooks 
How frequently do you sell books back because: 
you need the money 
you consider the book to be irrelevant 
to your career 
you consider the book to be irrelevant 
to future courses 
the writing style of the book is dull 
and/or uninteresting 
the material in the book is dull and/or 
uninteresting 







* represents percentage v,ho responded "of ten" or "al most al ways:• 
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A second contrast is in the responses to the presentation of 
material. Students reported keeping books because the material 
was relevant and interesting more often than because the writing 
style was effective. This implies that good writing alone is not 
sufficient, but should be supported by meaningful content. 
However~ whe n selling books, 
factor than was dull content. 
dull writing was more frequently a 
The implication here is that~ even 
when the material is relevant, 
wr iti ng style. 
students desire an effective 
In addition to determining ~b~ books are kept or sold, it is 
also important to look at ~bi£b books are kept. Table 3 presents 
this data. The most frequently kept books are those used in 
major courses (76.2 percent) followed by those used in 
quantitative courses such as statistics or accounting (63.6 
percent). Over half the students kept texts used in upper 
division courses (54.6 percent) compared with 45.3 percent in 
principles courses. 
One fi nd ing which was expected was that books which were 
purchased new were kept more frequently than those which were 
bought used (35.8 percent compared to 25.5 percent>. This is 
consistent with the fact that over half the students kept books 
because they could not be sold for what they were worth. Clearly 
the dif ference between the amount pai d to purchase books and the 
amount received from selling them is greater· for books which were 
purchased new than fo r used texts. 
Perhaps the most unexpected finding was that 31.7 percent of 
the subjects reported keeping their books used in case courses. 
1 1 
Table 3 
Type of Textbooks Kept 
How frequently do you keep textbooks: 
for your major courses 
for quantitative cours es <such as 
statistics or accounting) 
for upper level courses 
for non- quant itat ive courses <such as 
marketing or management> 
for principles courses 
which were new when you bought them 
for your minor cou rses 
for case courses 
which were used when you bought them 
f or cour ses in which the discipline 












represents percentage who responded "of ten" or "almost always" 
12 
It would seem that there is little reason for keeping these 
books. they are unlikely to contain reference material which is 
usefL1l for future courses or professional careers. It may be 
that students enjoy the e:•:amples of "real life" situations and 
the activities involved in ~nalyzing and solving the problems. 
This affective response becomes the reason for keeping these 
books. 
In summary~ several factors appeared to be important in the 
decision to keep or sell books. Relevance, either to future 
courses or to one"s professional career was one reason for 
keeping or selling books. 
which books are kept. 
This was supported in the analysis of 
Books for major courses and quantitative 
courses are quite frequently kept. It is logical to expect that 
they may have the potential to serve as references for other 
courses. 
Value was another reason for keeping or selling books. The 
need for money was balanced by the hassles involved in selling 
books and the amount received for the book. This is reflected by 
the fact that books purchased new were less likely to be sold 
than used ones. In each case, the question seems to center 
around a comparison of the resources given up, (the book~ the 
money required to purchase it initially, the time invested in 
selling it and so forth> with the resources obtained (money 
received from selling it). It is quite possible that the 
relevance of the book is also considered in the assessment of its 
value. 
Presentation of material, both in terms of relevance and 
interest of material and effectiveness of writing style appear to 
1-:r ~' 
be important issues. The data suggest that students prefer books 
which offer both meaningful content and interesting presentation. 
Finally, there appears to be an affective component in the 
decision to keep or sell boo ks . When students like the course, 
this affective response may be generalized to the book. Though 
this study is u nable to test this idea~ it may be the affective 
response to t he course which causes the unexpectedly high rate of 
retaining case books. 
_Impl i_cati ans §!}Q E!:!.t~[~ Research 
Textbooks are a part of the educational product offered by 
college s and universities. If the marketing concept is to be 
practiced, it should be applied to all aspects of the product. 
The results of this study suggest that the majority of students 
feel that their needs are being met by their textbooks. This 
implies that professors are effective in se lecting texts which 
meet their students• needs and that publishers are doing a good 
job of selecting authors and planning the offerings of books. 
Despite the fact that students feel that their needs are 
being met, many are still selling their books at the end of their 
courses. This practice is inconsistent with the needs of 
publishers 
creating a 
in that it reduces the demand for new 





offering more new book~ and increasing the frequency of new 
editions. One possible avenue for future research is to conduct 
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a survey of professors to determine the degree to which textbooks 
meet their needs. What is the reaction of this group to the 
proliferation of new books and particularly the increasing 
frequency of editions? If professors do not feel a need for more 
frequent updates of editions, publishers may need to determine 
other means of reducing the resale market. 
Because of its exploratory nature, this study is only able 
to suggest possible alternatives to publishers. 
for selling and retaining books are outlined, 
Several reasons 
but the ielative 
importance of each is not addressed. For example, the most 
common reason for selling books is need for money. Are the other 
reasons (relevance, presentation, and so forth) simply a means of 
deciding which · ones to sell? If the student did not need money, 
would any books be sold? Future research should address the?e 
questions. The results would have important implications for 
publishers who want to keep their books out of the resale market. 
In conclusion, textbooks are an important component of the 
educational product offered by colleges and universities. 
Overall, students feel that their needs are being met. However, 
there are inconsistencies between their . buying behavior and the 
desires of publishers. A better understanding of the market may 
help authors and publishers to resolve these consistencies 
without sacrificing need satisfaction. The results of this st~dy 
should offer a first step toward achievement · of that goal. 
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